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SENSUOUSNESS IN THE POETRY OF
 
WILLIAM CULLEN BRYANT
by
 Evans Harrington
Even before James Russell Lowell’s celebrated comparision of
 
William Cullen Bryant to an iceberg,1 Bryant was accused of cold
­ness of heart.2 And long after the more extreme of Lowell’s remarks
 had been denied, similiar criticisms continued to be made.3 Indeed
 scholars of our own century have not felt inclined to exempt Bryant
 completely from the charge.4 Yet modern critics generally agree
 with Norman Foerster that “Bryant’s genius, after all, was by no
 means altogether didactic and mortuary; sensuous pleasure ... is
 prominent in his relation to external nature.”5
1 James Russell Lowell, “A Fable for Critics,” The Complete Poetical
 
Works of James Russell Lowell, ed. Horace E. Scudder (Cambridge Edition;
 Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1925), 
p.
 131.
2Edgar Allan Poe, “William Cullen Bryant,” The Complete Works of
 Edgar Allan Poe, ed. James A. Harrison (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell and
 Co., 1902), XIII, 140.
3Harry Houston Peckham, Gotham Yankee (New York: Vantage Press,
 
1950), p. 193.
4Fred Lewis Pattee, Side-Lights on American Literature (New York:
 
The Century Co., 1922), p. 319.
5Norman Foerster, Nature in American Literature (New York: Russell
 
and Russell, 1958), p. 15.
In a study of anything so subjective as poetry, the importance
 
of sensuousness, pleasure in the blandishments of the senses, is
 undeniable. However much of the intellectual and spiritual one
 may acknowledge in the process of poetic composition, the pro
­found influence of the senses is obvious. Thus, if sensuousness 
is
 a  
“prominent” feature of Bryant’s work, a systematic investigation
 of it is indicated. The following observations are a result of such
 an investigation.
Since sensuousness is based on the five senses, it is well to note
 
at the outset which of the senses seem most frequently and vividly
1
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registered by the poet. In the case of Bryant one may begin by
 
dismissing altogether the sense of taste. Though Bryant sings with
 pleasure of the planting of apple trees and of their beautiful bloom
­ing, and though he describes vividly the making of maple sugar
 and apple cider,6 there is nowhere in his poetry any of the gustatory
 revelling of a Keats. The sense of taste, alone of the five, goes
 virtually unrepresented in Bryant’s poetry.7
6Farke Godwin, A Biography of William Cullen Bryant (New York: D.
 
Appleton and Co., 1883), I, 18-19.
7Now and then a thirst is 
“
slaked,” once even a death-thirst. Note: in  
this survey are included 162 poems from The Poetical Works of William
 Cullen Bryant, ed. Parke Godwin (New York: D. Appleton and Co., 1883) 2
 vols. These 162 comprise nearly all of Bryant’s original poetry 
of
 a general  
nature. Hymns and translations were disregarded: the former because they
 afforded few examples of sensuous imagery and were furthermore considered,
 because 
of
 their special character, not to be representative for a study of this  
kind; the latter because they presented insurmountable difficulties of inter
­pretation as concerned Bryant’s own sensuousness. To the 162 poems from
 Godwin’s edition have been added the ten included 
in
 McDowell, Appendix  
I, pp. 341-358. The volume, page, and line references included within
 parentheses 
in
 the text hereafter are to Godwin unless otherwise indicated.  
The reference to the slaked thirst above is in I, 282, 1. 1.
Not surprisingly, however, Bryant’s frequent evocations of walks
 
in forests and strolls along streams decidedly involve his sense of
 touch. The almost omnipresent breezes of his poetry cool and
 soothe him. Sometimes he even effects a tactile identification with
 the breeze, as when in "Green River” a zephyr "stoops to freshen his
 wings” (1,33 1. 3). But the sun and grass are tactile pleasures, too.
 The poet lies languidly in a shade where the "thick turf” is "yet
 virgin form the kisses of the sun” (1,92,1. 1). Not only the sun’s
 warmth but also its rich light seems at times to have almost a
 tactile appeal, as in "June,” where the poet visualizes his grave
 and muses,
There through the long, long summer hours,
 
The golden light should lie (I, 136, 11. 1-2).
or in "Tree Burial,” where the mother derives comfort from the
 
image of her child not buried "Among the chilly clods where never
 comes/ The pleasant sunshine,” but bound to the bough of a tree,
 where the morning sun "Shall beam upon thy bed” and "the red
 light of the evening clouds” shall lie there "sweetly” (II, 171, 11.
 8-19).
2
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The color golden also seems to carry something of a tactile
 
quality in "The Song of the Sower.” Throughout the poem there
 
is
 a warm glow, and in repeated allusions to the "golden seeds”  
in the "mellow mould” Bryant achieves more than a visual sensation.
 Here, too, occurs one of the most sensuous of all his metaphors:
Ha! feel ye not your fingers thrill,
As o’er them, in the yellow grains,
 
Glide the warm drops of blood that fill,
 For mortal strife, the warrior’s veins; ... (II,
 69, 11. 21-24).
Tactile sensation is also implicit in Bryant’s pleasure in the "un
­
moving shade” of trees (I, 175, 1. 1). The forest itself exudes a
 kind of tactile holiness in its "dim vaults” and "winding aisles,”
 with its "cooler breath/ that from the inmost darkness” comes and
 its "barky trunks” and "ground,/ The fresh moist ground” (I, 131,
 11. 16-27). Finally, there is another sort of tactile imagery, what
 might be termed the obverse of sensuousness, imbodied in phrases
 like "slimy roots” (I, 282, 1. 6). and oozy banks” (I, 83, 1. 26). But
 this will be best discussed in another context.
Almost any of Bryant’s nature poetry will testify to his keen
 
delight in two more senses: that of hearing and that of smell. In
­deed, to find this delight in lovely sounds and odors a reader need
 go no further than the startling product of the poet’s old age,
 "Among the Trees,” in which occurs the deeply felt question:
And when the glorious spring-time come at last,
 
Have you no joy of all your bursting buds,
 And fragrant blooms, and melody of birds
To which your young leaves shiver? (II, 162, 11. 12-15),
 
or this Keatsian luxuriance:
the song-sparrow, warbling from her perch,
 
Tells you the spring is near. The wind of May
 Is sweet with breath of Orchards, in whose boughs
 The bees and every insect of the air
 Make a perpetual murmur of delight,
 And by whose flowers the humming-bird hangs poised
 In air, and draws their sweets and darts away,
3
Harrington: Sensuousness in the Poetry of William Cullen Bryant
Published by eGrove, 1966
28 Sensuousness in the Poetry of Bryant
The linden, in the fervors of July,
 
Hums a louder concerto When the wind
 Sweeps the broad forest in its summer prime,
 As when some master-hand exulting sweeps
 The keys of some great 
organ,
 ye give forth  
The music of the wood land depths, a hymn
 of gladness and of thanks. The hermit-thrush
 Pipes his sweet note to make your arches ring (II,
 164, 11. 9-23 ).
As Bradley has pointed out, however, it is undoubtedly the visual
 
scene which is most outstanding in Bryant's poetry. Almost any of
 the poet's descriptions of natural scenes achieves a vivid pictorial
 effect. Witness "Thanatopsis" with its "hills/ Rockribbed and
 ancient" and its gray old ocean "poured round all"; the "Water
­fowl" darkly "painted" (as Bryant orginally expressed it8) "against
 the crimson sky"; the towering, craggy "Monument Mountain";
 the broad vistas of "The Prairies"; the haunting "ice palace" of
 "Catterskill Falls"; the "Scene on the Banks of the Hudson"—to
 choose a few almost at random. So marked is the pictorial in
 Bryanfs work, in fact, that Bradley suggests the poet might under
 other circumstances have become a painter.9 And elsewhere Bradley
 observes,
8Godwin, Poetical Works, I, 334,
9William 
Aspenwall
 Bradley, William Cullen Bryant ("English Men of  
Letters”; New York: The 
MacMillan
 Co., 1926), p. 209.
. . . while Bryant's expression is luminously trans
­
parent, it is not colorless. The very precision with
 which he chooses his words, especially descrip
­tive words of form, colour, and motion, and limits
 them to those that best render the desired effect,
 while it often detracts from the musical flow of
 his numbers, heightens the painter-like quality
 which makes a constant appeal through the eye
 . . . . It is as if he were handling lines and colours,
 
and
 not the mere symbols of these things, with the  
added advantage of being able to suggest that
 perpetual 
motion
 of wind-blown grass and moving  
4
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shadows that must forever remain suspended in
 
any vision of nature as rendered by the painter.10
The most vivid and individualistic sense impressions of Bryant’s
 
work are in his descriptive-meditative poems, like “Thanatopsis”
 and “
A
 Forest Hymn”; and it is largely from this group of poems  
that the illustrations in the preceding paragraphs have been drawn.
 Bryant’s work includes, however, a substantial number of poems
 in which the sense impressions are not at all vivid or individualistic.
 Yet the very triteness of these poems, together with a pattern which
 they reveal, seems significant for an understanding of Bryant’s
 response to nature. The poems of this group include most of those
 about Indians and hunters, most of those about the few other
 primitives whom Bryant treated, and certain miscellaneous poems
 dealing with natural objects but conceived in a highly conventional
 fashion: for example, “The Rivulet.”
The pattern which emerges from these poems is the marked
 
reappearance of certain animals, natural objects, or pheonomena,
 usually of a sort to call forth a sense impression. Thus winds under
 various names—zephyrs, breezes, “breaths,” and airs—are almost
 always blowing. A streamlet, rivulet, river, or brook “prattles,”
 “dimples,” or “bickers.” Flowers, often single violets, nod on weedy
 brinks. Dew glistens; deer or fawns shrink in forest glens; bees buzz
 and birds pipe. And always, in these poems, the elements are
 highly stylized; almost never is there an individualistic stroke of
 description. Interestingly enough, moreover, it is in poems drama
­tizing dreams, reveries, memories, and sentimental sorrows that
 this pattern is best exemplified, as though it constituted a kind
 of sentimental ideal or escape fantasy. This Romantic stereotype
 would come forth most strongly when Bryant’s imagination was
 working most feebly, of course; but the fact that the stereotype
 was there, undoubtedly even behind the most vivid and individ
­ualistic strokes of description, seems significant. Readers interested
 in observing the pattern might read successively “The Rivulet”
 (I, 255), “A Dream” (I, 300), “The Hunter’s Serenade” (I, 209),
 and “A Maiden’s Sorrow” (I, 308). In “
A
 Dream” nearly all the  
elements of the pattern are packed into two brief stanzas:
10 Ibid., pp. 128-129.
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Earth, green with spring, and fresh with dew
 
And bright with morn, before me stood;
And airs just wakened softly blew
On the young blossoms of the wood.
Birds sang within the sprouting shade,
Bees hummed amid the whispering grass,
And children prattled as they played
Beside the rivulet’s dimpling glass (I, 300, II. 5-12).
Before a general assessment of the quality of Bryant’s sensuous
­
ness is attempted, two other aspects of it need to be noted: first,
 the kinds of natural objects and phenomena which seem to have
 attracted him most and elicited from him the most vivid responses;
 and, second, his manner of expressing the sensations in verse.
Foerster was the first to note Bryant’s delight in wind. Pointing
 
out that the poet devoted nine entire poems to that element,11
 he says:
11 Foerster, pp. 11-12.
12lbid., pp. 12-13.
13Tremaine McDowell, William Cullen Bryant (New York: American
 
Book Co., 1935), intro., p. xxxvii.
14Ibid., 
p.
 xxxviii.
"O Life! I breathe thee in the breeze,” is almost as
 
typical of [Bryant’s] poetry 
as
 the view of nature  
as "the great tomb of man.” ... If anything in
 nature is endowed by Bryant with spirituality, it
 is the wind—"heaven’s life-breathing wind,” "the
 breath of God.”12
McDowell notes the almost invariably amorous nature of Bryant’s
 
winds,13 and goes on to demonstrate the "even keener joy” with
 which Bryant "welcomed violent storm and tempest.
”
14 He did not  
point out, however, that in "The Hurricane,” Bryant not only waited
 "with a thrill in every vein” for the "Silent and slow, and terribly
 strong” hurricane, but when it at last arrived he saw its "huge and
 writhing arms” as
6
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. . . bent
 
To clasp the zone of the firmament,
 And fold at length, in their dark embrace.
 From mountain to mountain the visible space!
 (I, 196, 11, 942).
Perhaps because "The Wind 
and
 the Stream ” is rather ludicrous, no  
one has pointed out, either, the bold dalliance in it of a wandering
 breeze with a "softly-gliding, bashful stream.” when the breeze
. . . put the overhanging grasses by,
And softly stooped to kiss the stream (II, 49, 11. 9-10),
 
the water
Shot upward many a glancing beam,
 
Dimpled and quivered more and more, (II, 49, 11. 14-15).
Indeed, after viewing Bryant’s treatment of wind one feels that,
 
to paraphrase Foerster, if anything in nature is endowed by Bryant
 not only with spirituality but with sensuality (and the if is in either
 case a large one) it is the wind.
McDowell states that Bryant wooed rains, storms, 
and
 breezes  
"most persistently
”
 of all things in nature, but this statement, while  
emphasizing real enthusiasms of Bryant, is not quite accurate. For
 Bryant actually devotes 
more
 poems to rivers, streams, and oceans  
than to any other 
one
 aspect of nature, more even than to the wind.  
Besides the 
streamlets
 and brooks which play through many of his  
poems on other subjects, nine rivers, rivulets, fountains, and streams  
are the exclusive subjects of poems.15 Two more poems are devoted
 to the ocean,16 and in two others, rivers and oceans play a major
 role.17 Nor is the importance of streams and oceans merely quantita
­tive. Green River, in the poem of the same name, inspired some of
 Bryant’s most sensous images and some of his happiest combina
­tions of description with meter. A stream and 
an
 ocean, more ­
15"Green River” (I, 31), "The Rivulet” (I, 82), "A Scene on the Banks
 
of the Hudson” (I, 193), "To the River Arve” (I, 217), "Catterskill Falls”
 (I, 268), "The Fountain” (I, 282), "The Stream of Life” (II, 11), "The
 Wind and the Stream” (II, 49), and "The River, by Night (II, 53).
16"A Hymn of the Sea” (I, 310), and "The Tides” (II, 89).
17"Sella” (II, 99), and "The Flood 
of
 Years” (II, 188).
7
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over, furnished him in "Sella” with one of his only two sustained
 
fantasies: a pair of graceful and richly sensuous poems which
 Bradley has called, not wholly accurately, "quite unlike anything
 else in his work.”18
18Bradley, 
p.
 179.
19To the knowledge of the present writer, no 
one
 has called attention  
to the fact that Cowper’s The Task, Book V, 11. 110-164, contains 
a
 palace  
of ice very much like those in Bryant’s “A Winter Piece” 
“
Little People of  
the Snow,” and 
“
Catterskill Falls.” The parallels, in general treatment, par ­
ticular details, and 
even
 turns of phrase, are remarkable, especially in the case  
of “A Winter Piece.”
The other fantasy in question, "The Little Children of the Snow,”
 
is, in fact, an excellent example of a kind of sensuousness often
 overlooked in Bryant. The number of poems which he devoted
 exclusively to winter scenes 
is
 small. Besides this one there are  
only "A Winter Scene,” "Catterskill Falls,” and "The Snow-Shower.”
 But the rich fancifulness in them, the unusually detailed and strik
­ing images, and the noticeable quickening of the language suggest
 more than a coincidence in the fact that Bryant’s autobiographical
 description of his boyhood love of nature contains a preponderance
 of references to winter scenes;
I was always from my earliest years a delighted
 
observer of external nature—the splendors of a
 winter daybreak over the wide wastes of snow
 seen from our windows, the glories of the autum
­nal woods, the gloomy approaches of the thunder
­storm, and its departure amid sunshine and rain
­bows, the return of spring, with its flowers, and
 the first snowfall of winter. The poets fostered
 this taste in me,19 and though at that time I rarely
 heard such things spoken 
of,
 it was none the less 
cherished in my secret mind. Meantime the school
 which I attended was removed to the distance of
 a mile and a quarter from our dwelling, and to it
 in winter we went often across the fields over
 the snow—when it was firm enough to bear us
 
8
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without breaking the glazed surface.20 Then the
 
coming and going was a joyous pastime.21
20Cf. “A Winter Piece/ (I, 36, 11. 13-17).
21 Godwin, Biography, p. 25.
22See, among others, 
“
The Flood of Years” and “The Snow-Shower,”  
in the latter 
of
 which the two symbols are brought together.
Reference to snow and brief treatments of it are scattered through
­
out Bryant’s work, of course, notably in “The Two Travellers” and
 “The Apennines.” Interestingly enough, in the former poem snow
 symbolizes death, as it does in “The Little People of the Snow,”
 “Catterskill Falls,” and “The Snow-Shower.” In “The Apennines”
 it is associated with purity, as it is throughout Bryant’s treatments
 of it. In this connection it should be noted that water, too, when
 not polluted by proximity to “the haunts of men,” is conceived by
 Bryant as pure (II, 56, 11. 22-24), and is also associated with
 death.22 The connection between ice and snow, water, purity,
 death, Bryant’s Puritan inheritance of the Calvinistic tendency to
 negate natural life as depraved, and the poet’s escape during the
 “depraved” Civil War years into fantasies of snow and water, is
 at least provocative.
It becomes even more provocative, in fact, when one considers
 
that it is death, that most unnatural of all natural phenomena,
 which elicits the keenest and most persistent response of the senses
 from Bryant. This response 
is,
 of course, not properly defined as  
sensuous in the narrow meaning of that word; rather, as mentioned
 earlier, it is the obverse of sensuousness, though in such a phrase
 as “the oak/ Shall send his roots abroad and pierce thy mould”
 (I, 18, 11. 12-13) one wonders if there 
is
 not a touch even of the  
sensuous. Sensuousness or revulsion, however, the impressions are
 vivid in the poetry. Whether Bryant is constructing an image of
 the earth as the tomb of man in “Thanatopsis,” or translating the
 abstract killer Time into “The Flood of Years,” always death, the
 grave, the decayed flesh of all the ages is present. Indeed if, as
 Foerster says, it would be absurd to list Bryant’s poems about nature
 because the list would read like a table of contents, it would be for
 the same reason even more absurd to list those about death.
9
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But if one concentrates on the evidence of Bryant’s senses in
 
his preoccupation with death, certain interesting traits appear. First,
 there is a physical revulsion at the mere thought of cessation of
 bodily and mental life. Several poems of Bryant’s youth—“Not That
 from Life, and All Its Woes,” “A Chorus of Ghosts,” and “They
 Taught Me, and It Was a Fearful Creed,”23—form a good supple
­ment to “Thanatopsis” in this connection. The young Bryant finds
 no consolation in talk of the release from the woes of life which
 death brings. He does not care to hear from “flatt’ring verse” that
 “this head” shall “repose in the low vale most peacefully” (350,
 11. 1-4). There is, in fact, a “sacred dread of death” which “chills”
 his “very soul” (350, 11. 7-11). He shudders at “that breathless
 sleep,/ That night of solid gloom” (351, 11. 25-26). He envisions
 his “glazing eye” and “house of clay” (352, 11. 29-31). He protests
 at the “fearful creed” that God abandons “to the eternity of dark
­ness” human “thought and its organs” (352, 11. 1-4).
23Page and line numbers for these three poems 
will
 refer to McDowell.
It is true, of course, that even
 
by the time of “Thanatopsis” Bryant  
had begun to achieve a kind of composure in the face of death
 and shortly thereafter had even begun to write his own species
 of “flatt’ring verse” to it. But the poignant lines at the end of
 “Hymn to Death” (I, 51, 11. 4-20) show that despite his new hope
 in “the bosom of God,” Bryant’s horror of death had not changed:
 “Oh, cut off/ Untimely when thy reason in its strength, . . .” and
 “Shuddering I look/ On what is written, . . .” Nor should one think,
 on the strength of the many later expressions of confidence in an
 after-life, that this horror greatly diminished for Bryant as he grew
 older. In his early forties he was writing “Life” and “Earth’s Chil
­dren Cleave to Earth,” both eloquent expressions of how earth’s
 “frail/ decaying children dread decay” (I, 265, 11. 1-2). And to
 skip over many similar poems, in 1876, two years before his death,
 he was grieving in “The Flood of Years” for “all the sweet lives
 that late were overwhelmed” (II, 192, 1. 23).
But, as indicated in some of the above quotations, it seems
 
possible that the revulsion of Bryant’s senses was even stronger
 against the grave—or maybe simply burial in the ground itself—
 
10
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than against the cessation of life. References in three of his early
 
poems to the “eternity of darkness” and “night of solid gloom” have
 already been noted. In one of the same poems, “A Chorus of
 Ghosts,” Bryant speaks of the grave as a “couch of iron rest,” a
 “dreamless bed” (351, 11. 1-2), a “low and narrow cell” (1. 6).
 Its walls are cold and dark; and, “unfelt, the enclosing clods”
 keep guard above the corpse (11. 9-12). With these impressions
 should be compared the “sad images” in “Thanatopsis” of “the
 stern agony, and shroud, and pall,/ And breathless darkness, and
 the narrow house” which, according to the speaker, make one “to
 shudder, and grow sick at heart” (I, 17, 11. 10-13). It should be
 remembered, too, that in “Thanatopsis” occurs the previously cited
 image of the oak tree’s piercing the auditor’s mould.
It may be argued that these images are merely the result of the
 
youthful Bryant’s reading of Blair and Kirke White, or that at the
 most they express only a temporary state of religious upheaval.
 And it is true that as he advanced in age Bryant used fewer and
 fewer such direct and mordant images of the grave. It is true, also,
 that more and more frequently he expressed a hope for some form
 of happy after-life. Yet at sixty-five he was still envisioning “the
 clammy clay” as his resting place (II, 78, 11. 9-16), and at seventy-
 four he was still grieving for loved ones laid “in their last rest,/
 their little cells,” to be seen no more (II, 164, 11. 4-5).
In view of his emphasis on the darkness, coldness and under
­
ground dissolution in the grave, moreover, it is interesting that
 some of his most successful poems, filled with some of his most
 sensuous images, were descriptions of graves which avoided these
 qualities.
A cell within the frozen mould,
 
A coffin borne through sleet,
 And icy clods above it rolled,
 While fierce the tempests beat—
 Away!—I will not think of these—
he tells us in “June” (I, 135, 11. 10-14), and then he proceeds to
 
evoke that warm grave in the richly sensuous golden light described
 in a passage previously quoted.24
24See the fourth paragraph of this paper.
11
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But even earlier, in “The Indian Girl’s Lament,” he had pictured
 
that sorrowful maiden as telling her buried lover that she had
 pulled away shrubs which had grown too close above the head
 of his grave, and had broken away the boughs that had shaded
 the “bed/’ so that, 
“
. . . shining from the sweet southwest,/ The  
sunbeams might rejoice thy rest” (I, 68, 11. 7-12). And in a poem
 written in his sixties, “A Sick-Bed,” he had achieved a strikingly
 similar effect while dealing with a subject strikingly different.
But bear me gently forth
 
Beneath the open sky,
 a dying person pleads,
Where, on the pleasant earth,
Till night the sunbeams lie (II, 58, 11. 13-16).
And gradually the reader realizes that this “sick-bed” so pleasantly
 
described is actually a grave.
Perhaps the most significant poem of this kind, however, is “Tree-
 
Burial,” written six years before the poet’s death. Here as the
 Indian mother talks to her dead child, whom she has suspended
 in animal skins and bark from the bough of a tree, the invocation
 of sunlight, breeze, star shine, bird song, and flower scent has a
 quiet, clean joy about it, a strangely tonic quality, almost hygienic,
 as of the dry, immensely rarified air of mountain climates. One is
 reminded of Bryant’s Puritan heritage, and even, despite the
 obvious differences, of one of his striking descriptions of his native
 New England air on a day after a snowstorm:
. . . The pure keen air abroad,
 
Albeit it breathed no scent of herb, nor heard
 Love-call of bird nor merry hum of bee,
 Was not the air of death (I, 35, 11. 18-21).
And, by contrast, by the vivid gap of its absence, one is reminded
 
of the darkness, closeness, clamminess, coldness, and root-slimy
 disintegration in a subterranean grave.
Before leaving this subject, however, it is necessary to note
 
Bryant’s curiously contradictory attitude toward earth and man.
12
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For despite his apparent 
horror
 of burial in the earth, the earth  
itself was not evil or polluted to him, except as it was soiled by
 man's sins. Witness the poems "Earth" and "The Apennines," as
 well as the lines in "The River, By Night," where it is pointed out
 that the cruelties 
and
 injustices of man have stained nature (II,  
56, 11 22-24). Witness, too, "Inscription for the Entrance to a
 Wood";
Thou wilt find nothing here
 
Of all that pained thee in the 
haunts
 of men,  
And made thee loathe thy life. The primal curse
 Fell, it is true, upon the unsinning earth,
 But not in vengeance (I, 23, 11. 9-13).
Yet almost the entire surface of the earth has been the scene of
 
man's wickedness and suffering. The plough is constantly striking
 "the scattered bones" (I, 191, 1. 4), and Bryant is constantly stand
­ing upon the "ashes" of a previous generation (I, 45, 1. 7). In
 fact, only high peaks such as those of "The Apennines" are pure, as
 Bryant points out in the revealing lines;
Yet up the radiant steps that I survey
 
Death never climbed, nor life's soft breath, with pain,
 Was yielded to the elements again (I, 244, 11. 16-18).
Thus earth is the vast grave of "Thanatopsis," and 
as
 such a  
constant source of somber reflections, if not outright revulsion. Yet
 she is also the mother of man, and in the poem "Earth" Bryant
 can lie on her "breast" and listen to her "mighty voice" complaining
 at the wrongs done her. He can even ask her "What then shall
 cleanse thy bosom, gentle Earth/ From all its painful memories"
 of human guilt. Not all men are wicked, however; there are "all
 the sweet lives" mentioned in "The Flood of Years." The earth,
 therefore, as mother, grieves for them; and, in a passage which
 curiously mingles revulsion and sensuousness, Bryant grieves with
 her;
Their graves are far away
 
Upon thy mountains; yet, while I recline
 Alone, in darkness, on thy naked soil.
 The mighty nourisher and burial place
 Of man, I feel that I embrace their 
dust
 (I, 239, 11. 15-19).
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At this point Leonard’s emphasis on the primitive nature of
 
Bryant’s imagination comes forcibly to mind. Truly, there seems
 to be little philosophy, as such, in his attitudes toward life and
 death, man and nature. His pleasure 'in the happier aspects of
 nature, his fear of death and the tomb, his mingled revulsion and
 fondness for the enigmatic old earth-mother is indeed scarcely more
 complicated than “the simple thought that personifies and capital
­izes.”25 It is true also that there is a pagan emphasis in Bryant on
 “the phenomena of life as life, on death as death,” just as Bryant’s
 assurance of immortality scarcely touches the usual intricacies of
 theology and philosophy but rests “mainly on primitive man’s desire
 to meet the loved and the lost, the father, the sister, the wife.”26
 Understanding Bryant in this way, one may also agree with Leonard
 that the poet’s previously observed love of fairyland is
25William Ellery Leonard, “Bryant and the Minor Poets,” Cambridge
 
History of American Literature, ed. William P. Trent et al. (New York: The
 
MacMi
llan Co., 1931), I, 266.
26Ibid., p. 266.
27
bid.,
 p. 273.
“. . . one more manifestation of the primitive in
 
Bryant (for the fairy-tale is, as the anthopologists
 tell us, among the most primitive activities of
 man) as dreamer and poet.”27
The relationship between a poet’s sensuousness or revulsion and
 
his use of poetic rhythm, rhyme, vowel- and consonant-harmonies,
 and diction is, of course, a highly ambiguous matter. Yet no one
 with a feeling for poetry and nature could read lines like the fol
­lowing from “Green River”—
Yet pure its water—its shallows are bright
 
With colored pebbles and sparkles of light,
 And clear the depths where its eddies play,
 And dimples deepen and whirl away,... (I, 31,11, 9-12) —
 or these from “June,” previously quoted in part—
There through the long, long summer hours,
The golden light should lie,
 
And thick young herbs and groups of flowers
 Stand in their beauty by;
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The oriole should build and tell
His love-tale close beside my cell;
The idle butterfly
Should rest him there, and there be heard
The housewife bee and humming-bird (I, 135, 11. 19-27) —
 
without recognizing not only that such a relationship clearly exists
 
but also that it plays an important part in Bryant’s poetry. As a
 matter of fact, critics since the time of Poe—and he foremost among
 them—have agreed in praising Bryant’s ability to make "the sound
 the echo of the sense.”28 Though it is perhaps in his predominantly
 lyric poems and his fantasies that this "verbal sensuousness” ap
­pears most immediately, the quality is no less present in his other
 work. The following lines from the quietly meditative "A Winter
 Piece” probably owe much to Wordsworth, 
as
 Lowell suggested,29  
but the tone, cadence and modulation are those in which Bryant
 spoke consistently throughout his poems of this sort; and the deli
­cate observation, with the precise union of sense and sound, is, in
 the opinion of one reader at least, superior to Wordsworth’s.
28Poe, IX, 291.
29Lowell, p. 132.
Nor was I slow to come
Among them, when the clouds, from their still skirts,
 
Had shaken down on earth the feathery snow,
 And all was white ... (I, 35, 11. 15-18).
Again the wildered fancy dreams
 
Of spouting fountains, frozen 
as
 they rose,  
And fixed, with all their branching jets, in air,
 And all their sluices sealed ... (I, 37, 11. 14-17).
Bradley has well described Bryant’s use of meter in his didactic
 
poetry. Pointing out that Bryant rarely failed to choose the proper
 meter whatever his subject, he continues:
It is invariably for the more impressive themes,.. .
 
that he employs the blank verse which he knew
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how to handle with a firm grasp and with a
 
variety of pauses that made it an instrument both
 of elasticity and of power. In many of these poems
 there is, not passion precisely, but a kind of
 eloquence that is his single escape from the
 atmosphere of tender and pervasive sentiment
 in which he habitually dwelt. In these moods he
 passes from the descriptive and reflective vein
 into a strain of direct invocation, as if engaged
 in the ritual of a sublime worship of nature.30
30Bradley, p. 127.
The handling of physical Retails in such poems as "Thanatopsis,”
 
"To a Waterfowl,” “
A
 Forest Hymn,” "Hymn to Death,” and "The  
Flood of Years” fully illustrates Bradley’s point.
It will be noticed, however, that in the preceding quotation
 
Bradley declares the eloquence of the moral hymns to be Bryant’s
 "single escape from the atmosphere of tender and pervasive senti
­ment,” and thus he echoes the long-standing charge, noted at the
 beginning of this paper, that Bryant lacked passion, was somehow
 cold. It 
is
 now time to consider whether a survey of Bryant’s  
sensuousness in any material way alters that opinion.
The answer to that question, however, depends to some extent
 
on what 
is
 meant by the charge of coldness. If it is meant to imply  
that Bryant himself had little feeling, little animal pleasure in or
 human emotion for nature, friends, loved ones, and man in the
 aggregate, then a study of his sensuousness indicates an emphatic
 denial. On the contrary, it may be maintained that the simple, in
 Leonard’s phrase the "primitive,” emotions and instincts and sense
 perceptions are the very things which animate the vast majority of
 Bryant’s poems. It even seems probable that it is precisely Bryant’s
 abundance of feeling and poorness of intellect or imagination which
 limits him most as a poet. That is, if he had possessed a greater
 analytical power, with the accompanying strength of imagination
 to put the fruits of analysis into effective poetic form, he might
 have transcended the limitations of his age and environment, might
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not have reflected so clearly the sentiment of Blair, Kirke White
 
and Cowper and the restraint of his Puritan forebears.31
31Leonard, p. 275; Henry J. Sedgwick, Jr., “Bryant’s Permanent Con
­
tribution to Literature,” Atlantic Monthly, LXXIX (April, 1897), 541-542.
32Marvin T. Herrick, 
“
Rhetoric and Poetry in Bryant,” American Litera ­
ture, VII (1935), 194.
33Ibid.
34William Cullen Bryant, “On the Value and Uses 
of
 Poetry,” in Mc ­
Dowell, p. 194.
For if, on the other hand, it 
is
 meant by the charge of coldness  
simply that Bryant almost never wrote ‘poetry that is more ‘sensuous
 and passionate’ than is rhetoric,”32 one is forced to agree. The
 precise reasons for this failure must probably forever remain un
­certain, but it seems worthwhile to point out Marvin Herrick’s
 contention that the rhetoric of Puritan sermons and the aesthetic
 theories of eloquence and sublimity current in Bryant’s day com
­bined to limit, in large part, the poet’s ability to express naked
 emotion.33 Certainly, also, the Puritan strictures against uncurbed
 imaginations played their part in shaping the poet who could
 declare, in a lecture of 1825:
There are exercises of the imagination, it must
 
be confessed, of too gross and sordid a nature to
 be comprised within the confines of any divine
 art—revellings of the fancy amid the images of
 base appetites and petty and ridiculous passions.
 These are the hidden sins of the heart, . . .34
The temperament which emerges from a study of Bryant’s sensu
­
ousness is gently sensitive, moral, altruistic. It suggests a person
 not particularly original either in the perception or expression of
 his universe, so that a reader can wonder how much of his pre
­occupation with death or his pleasure in nature came directly
 from him and how much was a literary fashion, even in his most
 sincere moments. There is some evidence that by a native fastidi
­ousness and fancifulness he was more naturally inclined toward
 dreams, pleasures of the senses, and melancholy at life’s transient
 nature than toward an active, self-restrained career. But if such
 was the case, outside influences or a counterbalancing quality in
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his temperament—or, more likely, both—enabled him to control even
 
the "wayward” emotions he might feel, so that he produced poetry
 in which the most powerful emotions were almost invariably the
 most moral, and the “escapes” into sensuousness and fairyland
 were held to a very small number and kept within proper moral
 bounds even when allowed.
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